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New Census of Agriculture reveals much about Iowa farms
by William Edwards, retired economist
Every five years the U.S. Department of Ag-riculture carries out an extensive survey of farmers all across the nation. The informa-
tion that is collected and published serves a wide 
variety of purposes. One of the more important 
ones is to provide a snapshot of what farms and 
farmers at the national, state and county level 
look like, and how they are changing over time.
Number of farms 
The long-term trend in Iowa as well as in most 
other states has been for the number of farms 
to decrease over time. The 2012 Census showed 
88,637 farms in Iowa, a decrease of over 4,000 
compared to 2007.  However, these farms did 
not just disappear. Many mid-size farms were 
consolidated into larger units or subdivided into 
smaller units. In fact, the number of farms under 
50 acres and over 1,000 acres have increased. 
The area of land in farms dropped just 0.4 per-
cent over the same five-year period, while the 
number of harvested acres actually increased by 
3.0 percent. 
Number of farmers
Sometimes there is confusion between the num-
ber of farms and the number of farmers. These 
are not the same. Most of the Census informa-
tion is collected by farm, which is defined as any 
agricultural operation that sold at least $1,000 in 
production in the past year. Many small, part-
time operations that do not fit the traditional 
“family farm” image are included, as well as 
some very large livestock and crop producers. 
Tracts of land owned by multiple landowners 
that are all being rented by the same operator 
count as one farm.
The number of farms represents the number of 
business units, but the number of people in-
volved may be more important. Each farm has 
one or more operators. Family partnerships or 
corporations count as one farm, but usually 
include multiple operators who often are related 
to each other. In fact, in 2012 Iowa had 131,535 
farm operators, an average of 1.5 operators per 
farm. The total number of farm operators de-
creased by 4,533 from 2007, a drop of 3.3 per-
cent, but the number of operators per farm did 
not change.
Farm employees
The number of farm operators can be used as a 
measure of the number of “farmers.”  However, 
many people work on farms as hired employees 
rather than self-employed operators. Should they 
be considered farmers? They perform farm work 
for a living, so perhaps they should. The 2012 
Census of Agriculture showed that there were 
79,838 paid farm workers in Iowa, nearly one 
per farm. Adding the number of operators and 
employees together shows that 211,373 people 
were employed on farms in Iowa. 
Many of the paid employees worked only part-
time, but 25,620 of them worked at least 150 
days out of the year on the farm. If we consider 
these “full-time” farm employees to be farmers, 
and add them to the number of operators, we 
find that there are actually 157,155 “farmers” in 
Iowa by this definition. This number is almost 
exactly the same as was reported in 2007. The 
increase in full-time farm employees in the 
past five year essentially offset the decrease in 
farm operators.
Of course, not all farm operators work full time 
on the farm, either. Census data reveal that 40 
percent of Iowa operators worked only on the 
farm in 2012, while 21 percent reported part-
time non-farm employment and 38 percent 
worked 200 days or more off the farm, essen-
tially a full-time job. If we add just the operators 
who did not work off the farm to the number 
of paid workers with at least 150 days of farm 
work, we can estimate the number of “full-time” 
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Selected Data from 2012 and 2007 Census of Agriculture
Category
2012 Census 
of Ag % Change
2007 Census 
of Ag
Number of farms 88,637 -4.5% 92,856
Number of farm operators 131,535 -3.3% 136,068
Number of paid farm workers 79,838 +11.0% 71,924
Number of operators plus paid workers 211,373 +1.6% 207,992
Number of paid workers working 150 days or more 25,620 +18.3% 21,658
Number of operators plus paid workers working 150 
days or more
157,155 -0.4% 157,726
Number of female operators 32,907 -2.5% 33,763
Number of fully owned farms 49,525 -7.4% 53,492
Number of partly owned farms 30,025 +3.8% 28,937
Number of fully rented farms 9,087 -12.9% 10,427
Number of operators with no off-farm employment 52,458 NA
Number of operators with 200 or more days of off-farm 
employment
50,550 NA
Percent of farms hiring labor 31.5% 25.1%
Percent of farms paying cash rent 40.0% 37.3%
Percent of farms with crop share rent 7.1% 8.0%
Percent of farms leasing machinery 8.6% 6.6%
Percent of farms paying interest 54.7% 44.3%
Percent of farms buying crop insurance 48.0% 43.5%
Percent of crop acres covered by crop insurance 85.2% 79.3%
Source: National Agricultural Statistics Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture, Census of Agriculture.
farmers in Iowa to be 78,078. Not surprisingly, 
operators of larger farms were less likely to have 
off-farm employment.
Women operators
The latest Census also provides some details 
about the 32,907 female farm operators in Iowa. 
They account for 25 percent of all the farm oper-
ators in the state, the same proportion as in 2007, 
though the actual number dropped by 856. Of 
these female operators 7,108 were identified as 
the primary operator of the farm, accounting for 
8 percent of all the primary operators. Another 
23,235 were identified as the “second” operator, 
in most cases the spouse of the primary operator.
Other characteristics
The average age of the principal operators was 
57.1 years, an increase of one year from 2007. 
However, the average age of all operators was 
slightly lower that, at 55.6 years. Over 58 per-
cent of the principal operators were over the age 
of 55, but only 46 percent of the non-principal 
operators were over 55. This indicates that many 
of the non-principal operators represent the next 
generation of farmers. 
Farm tenure continues to change. Operations 
with all owned land accounted for 56 percent of 
Iowa farms, a slight decrease from 2007, while the 
proportion of part-owners increased slightly to 
34 percent. Ten percent were full renters. Seven 
percent of the farms had a crop-share lease, while 
40 percent paid some cash rent (some farms did 
both). Just over 8 percent leased part of their 
machinery, and 32 percent hired some outside 
labor. Interest expense was reported by 55 per-
cent of farms, indicating that they borrowed at 
least some of the funds used in their businesses. 
Over 85 percent of the harvested acres were 
covered by some form of crop insurance. 
The full 2012 Census of Agriculture report can 
be accessed at www.agcensus.usda.gov.
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Nate Anderson, a Cherokee area farmer, had the perfect spot at the 2014 Farm Progress Show. Between large seed 
company tents and blocks filled with farm 
equipment, Anderson joined Iowa State Univer-
sity experts and Secretary of Agriculture Bill 
Northey to talk about cover crops and no-till 
planting – two management tools he uses in his 
corn-soybean acreage program.
Anderson and Northey, two of the farmers 
featured in the nutrient management area of 
the Iowa State University tent, shared their 
management strategy experiences and listened 
as farmers talked about management practices 
for their own farms.
“It’s good for farmers to share their experiences 
and questions, and find out more about manage-
ment practices they are considering,” said Ander-
son. “We need to keep talking and encouraging 
each other.”
Northey agrees, saying that farmers talking to 
farmers and learning from each other is going to 
be the way Iowa ramps up water quality efforts 
and the implementation of new management 
practices. “There’s a lot of momentum right now 
around implementing new practices,” Northey 
said. “Iowa farmers, universities and agribusi-
ness have been working on water quality issues 
for a long time, certainly soil conservation 
issues, but the last few years we have focused 
on ramping that up.”
It was only natural that Anderson and Northey 
would be guest experts in the Farm Progress 
Show tent organized by Iowa State University 
College of Agriculture and Life Sciences and Ex-
tension and Outreach. Anderson is a 2010 Iowa 
State graduate in agronomy and Northey’s state 
office, Iowa Department of Agriculture and Land 
Stewardship, partnered with Iowa State Univer-
sity and Iowa Department of Natural Resources 
to create the state’s Nutrient Reduction Strategy 
as a way to reduce the nitrogen and phosphorus 
loads in water leaving farm lands.
The best practices outlined in the strategy and 
the current initiative encouraging the implemen-
tation of those practices were the focus of one 
area of the Iowa State tent at the Farm Progress 
Show. Matt Helmers, Iowa State University pro-
fessor in agricultural and biosystems engineering 
and extension water quality specialist, was the 
staff expert the day Northey and Anderson were 
at the show. Helmers said this is an opportune 
time for folks in agriculture to show that they 
can make a positive impact on water quality.
“Profitability is important to our farmers,” said 
Helmers, “Short-term and long-term profitability 
and economic vitality of agriculture in the 
state are tied to our soil resources. If we are 
not protecting our soil resources, we jeopardize 
the long-term profitability of our agricultural 
system.”
Helmers and other Iowa State researchers, facul-
ty and extension specialists talked to farm show 
visitors about research being conducted around 
Experts at Farm Progress Show encourage water quality 
improvement practices supported by research
by Willy Klein, ISU Extension and Outreach Organizational Advancement, wklein@iastate.edu, 515-294-0662
Iowa Ag Secretary Bill Northey and farmer Nate Ander-
son were guest experts in the Farm Progress Show tent 
organized by Iowa State University. They shared their 
management strategy experiences and listened as farmers 
talked about management practices for their own farms.
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Internet Updates
The following Information Files and Decision Tools have been updated on www.extension.iastate.edu/agdm.
Estimated Cost of Establishment and Production of Miscanthus in Iowa – A1-28 (8 pages)
Miscanthus Production Budget – A1-28 (Decision Tool)
Base Acreage Reallocation and Payment Yield Update – A1-35 (2 pages)
Base Acreage Reallocation and Payment Yield Update – A1-35 (Decision Tool)
Trend-Adjusted Actual Production History (APH) – A1-56 (3 pages)
Estimating the Cost for Drying Corn – A2-31 (3 pages)
Comparison of Drying Systems – A2-31 (Decision Tool) 
Grain Drying and Shrink Comparison – A2-32 (3 pages)
Grain Drying and Shrink Comparison – A2-32 (Decision Tool) 
Current Profi tability
The following tools have been updated on www.extension.iastate.edu/agdm/info/outlook.html. 
Corn Profi tability – A1-85 
Soybean Profi tability – A1-86
Iowa Cash Corn and Soybean Prices – A2-11
Season Average Price Calculator – A2-15
Ethanol Profi tability – D1-10
Biodiesel Profi tability – D1-15
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the suite of management practices outlined in 
the state strategy. Helmers said research is look-
ing at how well the practices are performing, 
related costs and long-term benefits.
Water quality initiative funding from the Iowa 
legislature is enticing farmers to try practices 
new to them. “We’ll learn more by doing,” said 
Northey. “We encourage every farmer to find 
something that works for them – try cover crops 
in a small way, try no-till or strip-till, look at 
getting cost share on a bioreactor. We are seeing 
a great success in farmer participation.”
He said the number of acres with cover crops 
has doubled each of the last few years and there 
are increasing numbers of farmers trying no-till, 
strip-till and nitrification inhibitors.
“Young farmers like Nate Anderson will be part 
of figuring out what this next generation of con-
servation ethic is, and how we care for the land, 
how we improve water quality. It’s fun to join 
Iowa State in these conversations.”
More information about the water quality 
initiative best management practices is available 
in the ISU Extension and Outreach publication, 
Reducing Nutrient Loss: Science Shows What 
Works, available from the Extension Online 
Store, (store.extension.iastate.edu). Take a closer 
look at the practices and Iowans implementing 
them at www.cleanwateriowa.org. The clean 
water Iowa website includes best practices for 
residential and urban, and city and industry, as 
well as for farms.
